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FOUNDATIONS, FRONTIERS, AND 
SACRAL HISTORY IN PETER VON 
DUSBURG’S CHRONICON TERRE 
PRUSSIE (C. 1326) 


Gregory Leighton 


Introduction and problem: Peter von Dusburg 
(person, institution, division of chronicle) 


“And so, they [the first knights of the Teutonic Order to arrive in Prussia] left their 
fertile lands and entered a land of horror and vast wilderness, filled with war’! So 
narrates the chronicler of the Teutonic Order, Peter von Dusburg, in his Chronicon 
terre Prussie (c. 1326), the first foundation of the Teutonic Order in Prussia. This 
was the castle at Vogelsang, near Podgorz, a district in present-day Torun.* The 
quote invokes the Bible (specifically Deuteronomy 32:10), in this case the wander- 
ings of Moses and the Israelites in the desert. It reflects the perception of the region 
in Peter’s own time on many levels. For one, the Teutonic Order itself, according to 
its rule, was descended from Moses. The quote also shows the perception of Prus- 
sia as a place with a distinct division between sacrum and profanum. Commentaries 
on the verse have connected it to God’s protection of Israel, in which context it 
reflects Peter’s belief in the holiness of the conquests of Prussia that occurred about 
a century before he wrote his text.’ 

Thus, when Peter begins his chronicle by invoking the “signs and wonders” (signa 
et mirabilia) in Prussia and connects them to the deeds of the Teutonic Order, we may 
consider the ways that his chronicle reflects a division between sacral and profane 
space. This demonstrates how authority was expressed and communicated, in addition 
to how it was remembered. To elaborate on this, the present chapter will comment 
on the foundations of castles, towns, and cities in his chronicle. It begins with a brief 
overview of the approaches to using Peter’s text and his status as a member of the Teu- 
tonic Order. Next, it will outline the cities mentioned in his text. The final part will 
analyze some examples to show how Peter effectively created a series of foundation 
narratives to express not just the authority of the Teutonic Order but the authority of 
Christianity in what many would call a “frontier zone” of the medieval world. 
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Virtually everything known about Peter comes from his chronicle and from 
a selection of documents associated with the cathedral chapter in Konigsberg 
(Rus. Kaliningrad). He appears to have come from Duisburg in the Rhineland, or 
Doesburg in the Netherlands.* Jarostaw Wenta has published extensively on Peter’s 
background and association with the diocese of Samland.* For some time, it was 
believed that Peter was the author of the Epitome gestorum Prussie, a series of annals 
documenting the history of Prussia and likely produced in the diocese of Sambia 
in the 1350s. However, Slawomir Zonenberg has argued convincingly that this was 
not the case. It is more likely that Peter von Dusburg was involved in its editing and 
compilation, but not in the writing of the text.° 

Much more can be said about Peter’s world view and how this informed the 
composition of his chronicle. First and foremost, he informs us that he was a priest in 
the Order in his dedication of the text to Werner von Orseln, the 17th grand master 
of the Teutonic Order.’ As a priest (pfaffe), Peter was obliged to motivate his brothers 
in religious matters, especially related to the fight against the Prussians and Lithuani- 
ans.* The priests were part of the “knighthood of the faithful against the unfaithful” 
outlined in the “Prologue” to the Order’s Rule.” Roman Czaja, Jiirgen Sarnowsky, 
Krzysztof Kwiatkowski, Gregory Leighton, and Marcus Wiist have shown how this 
concept of knighthood and division between Christian and pagan formed a central 
component of the collective group understanding of the Teutonic Order as an insti- 
tution.” This idea manifests itself through almost all of the sources available for the 
study of the Order, from written texts, to seals, and to works of art. It is also impor- 
tant to note that this informed the structure of Peter’s chronicle, as well as how he 
described the foundations of places and the events connected to them. 

Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle is divided into four parts. The first involves the 
foundation of the Teutonic Order and is derived from the “Prologue” to the Rule, 
outlining the history of the Order, its first masters, and, most importantly for this 
chapter, the “lineage” of the Order: Abraham, Moses, Joshua, David, and the Mac- 
cabees. This establishes the Teutonic Order’s authority based on its divine prede- 
cessors and status as God’s warriors. The second book of the chronicle concerns 
the arrival of the brothers of the Teutonic Order in Prussia. As we will see in the 
following section of this chapter, this book marks the first part of the text that we 
can apply to the expressions of authority in Peter’s chronicle. It outlines the situa- 
tion before the Order’s arrival, pointing to a profane landscape and lack of author- 
ity. Peter tells us that it was the ineffective policy of Bishop Christian of Prussia 
that resulted in continued attacks on the borders of Konrad von Masovia’s lands." 
In fact, the book also includes a reference to the destruction of signs of God’s 
authority in this landscape: “The Prussians destroyed by fire more than 250 parish 
churches and monasteries of the secular and regular clerics, chapels, hermitages 
and cloisters of nuns.”'? Book Two continues with a brief overview of the Order 
of Dobrzyn (Ger. Dobrin), a regional military order founded by Bishop Chris- 
tian, before moving into the donation of the so-called Kulmerland (Pol. ziemia 
chelminska) to the Order by Konrad von Mazovia. The book then moves to the 
papal privileges granted to the Order, followed by Peter’s treatise on physical and 
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spiritual weapons (de armis carnalibus et spiritualibus), as well as how they are to be 
used. Here, we also have an example of how the Teutonic Order’s weapons, in 
Peter’s chronicle, embody the divine authority placed upon his Order.'° 

The foundation of castles and cities in Peter’s narrative, the subject of Book 
Three, are accomplished within this dual framework of spiritual meanings linked 
to the brothers’ weapons." It is the longest of the chronicle’s books, dedicated to 
telling of “the wars of the brothers of the Teutonic House against the Prussians.”! 
It narrates a variety of materials, ranging from exampla and stories surrounding 
miraculous visions in Prussia, the donation of relics such as the True Cross, the 
discovery of relics (namely, those of St. Barbara), and information surrounding the 
First Prussian Uprising (1242-1249) and the Great Prussian Uprising (1260-1274). 
It also narrates the foundation of castles, towns, and cities. Peter’s chronicle con- 
cludes with what some call a “fourth book”, namely, a compendium of events such 
as the elections of popes and Holy Roman emperors, thus placing the text some- 
what within the genre of a “Weltchronik.” 

We should briefly note the actual urban landscape of Prussia around Peter’s time. 
By the 1360s, the Teutonic Order in Prussia had founded about 65 cities.'° As a 
history of the Order, Peter’s chronicle has more to say about the cities’ early ori- 
gins, particularly when they were first built as castles of the Order. Such examples 
include Rehden (Pol. Radzyn Chelminski), founded in 1234 and granted town 
rights in 1285.'’ Braunsberg (Pol. Braniewo) was first mentioned as a castle of the 
Order in 1240. Its location was later moved in 1279, and it served as the seat of the 
Bishops of Warmia, receiving city rights in 1254.'* Many of the Teutonic Order’s 
cities by the thirteenth century had already received the so-called Kulm Law. This 
was a modification of the Magdeburg Law, but it served as the template from which 
the Teutonic Order would expand its territories and administration in Prussia.’ 
Roman Czaja has also analyzed the role played by this legal system of the Teu- 
tonic Order in the framework of central places within its Prussian territories.”” It 
should also be noted that not every city was under this legal system which, as Ralf 
Pasler argues, caused problems for the Teutonic Order in terms of its expressions of 
authority. This was the case with the cities of Elbing, Frauenburg (Pol. Frombork), 
and Braunsberg.”! 


Methodology 


Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle possesses some of the most important information 
regarding the Christianization of Prussia, and yet it has received somewhat of a lull 
in attention in comparison with the work of his successor, Nicolaus von Jeroschin. 
Initially, the chronicle was characterized as dry and lacking much of the creativity 
of his translator, an opinion expressed by the prolific historian of Prussia Johannes 
Voigt, in addition to Max Toppen’s analysis of the text in his 1851 work on the 
Teutonic Order’s historiography.” Toppen echoed a similar view in his introduc- 
tion to the edition of Peter’s chronicle in the first volume of Scriptores rerum Prus- 
sicarum in 1861, though he did note the potential values of exampla in Peter’s text.” 
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This position appears to have prevailed until the 1935 study of Helmut Bauer 
sparked new interest in revisiting the first of the great historiographical texts of the 
history of Prussia.7* For one, Bauer connected Peter’s chronicle to the narrative 
texts documenting the Crusades to the Holy Land and the style of historical writ- 
ing associated with them (Kreuzzugsgeschichtsschreibung).?> Recent examples have 
analyzed how Peter von Dusburg understood time (and, as a result, his world) 
itself. This is particularly evident in the work of Grischa Vercamer who, citing 
Vera Matuzova, noted that the negative image of the Prussians in Peter’s chronicle 
served to legitimize the Order’s conquests.** Stefan Kwiatkowski, analyzing the 
theological nature of the text, has discussed the influence of Augustinian thought 
on Peter as a chronicler, particularly how the text reflects the dualistic view of the 
natural world as a direct product of God’s will.?” This should also be considered 
with respect to how he described the foundations of towns. Peter was committed 
to writing a history to legitimize his Order’s conquest, but he was also a cleric and 
educated in the use of the Bible. Therefore, the foundation of centres, which in 
many cases would house a convent of the Order, played a key role in his text in 
expressing this legitimization of the Order.” 

Against this background, this chapter will offer an interdisciplinary approach 
to view the ways in which Peter narrated city foundations. Studies on religion in 
the premodern world, its relation to the division of space, and the role played by 
collective memory in solidifying the division of space and expressions of authority 
are particularly useful. Since the 1990s, scholars of the medieval world have increas- 
ingly employed the theories of Mircea Eliade, a prolific scholar of religion and its 
place in the world, in addition to the work on collective memory by Jan Assmann. 
Eliade’s The Sacred and Profane considers the very foundation of cities (particularly 
the selection of the space as well as its construction) as a division between sacrum 
and profanum.”” The construction of a city was an attempt to imitate the creation of 
the world, and the act of foundation was a repeating cycle of this. One way that this 
manifested itself was in the sacral processions around city walls that were held annu- 
ally.*’ However, this was true not only in Greco-Roman culture, on which Eliade 
based his argument, but also in the Middle Ages and in frontier areas, like Prussia. 
Peter’s description of the discovery of the relics of St. Barbara in the winter of 1242 
is a strong example for, after the event, they were carried “in a solemn procession 
to the church in Kulm,” with Peter remarking that the relics were still venerated in 
his own day. Perhaps, as we see later in the chronicle of Johann of Posilge, the relics 
were taken from the church in a ritual to commemorate their discovery. He provides 
an account of an annual procession at Marienburg (Pol. Malbork), the Order’s head- 
quarters, in 1415.°' The relics had been moved from their main shrine at Althaus 
Kulm (Pol. Starogr6d Chelminski) when war broke out between the Order and the 
Kingdom of Poland in 1409.* Peter also describes processions in foundation nar- 
ratives on a smaller level, particularly castles. Christmemel (Lith. Skirsmune), for 
example, was founded in 1313 and was marked by a religious procession. 

As this chapter demonstrates, for the Prussian Crusades there are numerous 
examples to demonstrate how the act of constructing fortifications and cities, while 
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serving economic and political purposes, also reflected the expression of divine 
authority. Peter himself connected the conquests of Prussia to the “cities, castles, 
and fortifications” built by the brothers, itselfa “great sign” (magnum signum) carried 
out by God.** Indulgences for aiding in these acts, thus linking the establishment 
of cities to the nature of missionary crusading in this region, reinforced the bond 
between the building process and Christianization.*° Therefore, this demonstrates 
that this view was not just common in Peter’s chronicle but was also expressed 
to the supporters of the Order. For Peter von Dusburg, this process was essential 
on two planes. While Peter did not write a regional history (Landesgeschichte), the 
foundation narratives of cities were of key importance to his audience. As a mem- 
ber of the Teutonic Order, he was composing a history of his own corporation, an 
“Order history” (Ordensgeschichte). The description of town and castle foundations 
reflects a distinct way in which the spiritual authority of his Order was expressed. 


Foundations mentioned in the chronicle 


Such authority was meant to reinforce the power of Christianity over paganism, 
reflecting the sacralization of the landscape and its transformation from profanum to 
sacrum in Peter’s chronicle. The memorial and commemorative nature of his work, 
too, served to reinforce the importance of city foundations as a means of legiti- 
mizing the Order’s conquests. While Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle goes only to 
1326, it sets a precedence for legitimizing the dominion (Herrschaft) of the Order 


in the future.*° 


This phenomenon has been analyzed by Jan Assmann, who con- 
cluded that a ruler, while constructing memory, also seeks to be remembered in the 
future.*’ Peter’s text is a strong example of this, for it had significant impacts on the 
way in which regional historical writing in Prussia was shaped. 

However, his own chronicle was based on earlier annalistic works linked to Prus- 
sia. The Annales Pelplinenses, an anonymous text predating Peter’s chronicle, note 
the foundation years of Thorn, Kulm, Marienwerder, Christburg, Elbing (Pol. 
Elblag), Balga (Rus. Veseloe), Kreuzburg (Rus. Slavskoye), K6nigsberg, Tapiau 
(Rus. Gvardeysk), Brandenburg (Rus. Ushakovo), Lochstedt (Rus. Pavlovo), Mewe 
(Pol. Gniew), and Ragnit (Rus. Neman).** The Epitome lists places, in addition 
to Riesenburg (Pol. Prabuty), Marienburg, Gerdauen (Rus. Zheleznodorozhny), 
Bartenburg (Pol. Barczewo), Bischofswerder (Pol. Biskupiec), Neumark (Pol. Nowe 
Miasto), Lunenburg (Pol. Satoczno), Mohrungen (Pol. Morag), Angerburg (Pol. 
Wegrozewo), Wehlau (Rus. Znamensk), and Georgenburg (Rus. Maykova).*” 

Peter von Dusburg recounts, roughly, the foundation of at least 30 centers. The 
majority of them, it should be emphasized, were only castles. Some of them would 
eventually become major cities in the region. There are some difficulties in clas- 
sifying all of them, primarily due to terminology and the lack of city privileges. 
For example, to draw on the annals just discussed, only Kulm, Elbing, Mohrungen, 
and Wehlau were cities at the time when Peter was writing. Indeed, the Epitome 
describes only Wehlau as a city: “In the year of Our Lord 1335, Angerburg was 
built. In the same year was the city of Wehlau built." 
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The first example in Peter’s account is the narrative of the foundation of Vogel- 
sang, the first castle of the Teutonic Order built in Kujavia (mentioned previ- 
ously).*' However, this was not a city foundation, for it is referred to as a castle 
(castrum). As mentioned in the introductory quote to this chapter, though, the 
narrative is important in how Peter uses the Bible to convey the novelty of the 
mission in Prussia and to connect it to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 32:10. From 
here, the next foundation was Nessow. Again, in Peter von Dusburg’s time, this was 
not a city. We know that in 1306, it was the seat of a commandery of the Teutonic 
Order, based on a peace treaty signed in Thorn (Pol. Torun) on 25 January 1306, 
which mentions one Henricus de Nessow commendator.” Peter took these instances 
and molded them into a distinct narrative of the Teutonic Order. One of the ways 
that he did this was not only by describing the foundations of castles, cities, and 
towns but by placing specific events at them that reflected the mission of the Order. 
In doing so, he shaped subsequent historical texts produced by members of the 
Order, including the fifteenth-century diltere Hochmeisterchronik (c. 1433-1440)* 
and the later jiingere Hochmeisterchronik, produced in the Low Country bailiwicks of 
the Teutonic Order in 1492; all possess similar narratives with respect to the early 
foundations, to which I will now turn.** 

The information concerning settlement foundations in Peter’s text reflects the 
rapid nature of the conquests. Early on, they occur almost every year, supporting 
the view that Peter drew heavily on the annals for the early part of his chronicle. 
The first town foundation, of course, was Thorn, which was established in 1231 
and was first a stronghold on the other bank of the Vistula River from where the 
city stands presently.” Shortly afterward, the city of Kulm was built by the Order 
and a company of crusaders (peregrini) in the year 1232, namely, the Burgrave of 
Magdeburg, Burchard von Querfurt (d. 1246). Kulm and Thorn received city 
rights in 1232.*° 

From Kulm, the castle of Marienwerder was built on an island, Peter indicates 
that it was a castle and city (castrum et civitas), perhaps built as part of Burchard’s 
crusade, for it was founded in 1234.4” In the same year, Rehden (Pol. Radzyn 
Chelminski) was built as a castle and associated with a series of visions of the Virgin 
Mary, St. Bernard, St. Dominic, St. Francis, and St. Augustine. As Tomasz Jasinski 
notes, the precise date of the foundation of the city is difficult to determine. 
Elbing was founded in 1237, and Konigsberg (as a castle) in 1255. These places 
came to have a profound impact on the development of the Teutonic Order’s Prus- 
sian territory form as political, economic, and religious centers. 

The period between 1238 and 1283 is less clear with respect to the foundation 
of cities or towns. We know of Thorn (New Town, 1264), Konigsberg, Schén- 
see (Pol. Kowalewo Pomorski, 1275), and Marienburg (1276).” A sharper picture 
emerges with respect to the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. For the 
latter, Peter records the foundations of Gerdauen, Guttstadt (Pol. Dobre Miasto), 
Bischofswerder, and Neumark. Gerdauen, to be discussed later, was founded in 
1325 by the commander (Komtur) of KOnigsberg, Heinrich von Isenberg.’ Warten- 
burg was founded in that same year by Friedrich von Liebenzelle, the advocate of 
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Eberhard von Neibe, Bishop of Warmia. He also founded Guttstadt in that same 
year.°! Jordan, provost of the Warmian cathedral chapter, founded Plut (Pol. Pluty) 
around this same time, and Rudolf, Bishop of Pomesania, founded the city (civitas) 
of Bischofswerder. This is one of only two cities mentioned in this passage.** Peter’s 
account of this series of foundations concludes with the foundation of Neumark 
by Otto von Lutterberg, provincial commander of the Kulmerland.*’ As we will see 
in the final section later, these narratives present a special case for the relationship 
between city foundations and the expressions of authority by the Teutonic Order 
in the fourteenth century. 

Some of the foundations mentioned in Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle did not 
receive their city rights until later. Therefore, many of the events analyzed here con- 
cern early castles or settlements. However, one should still note the sacral character- 
istics applied to the events concerning their foundations by Peter in his work. For 
one, they serve to provide an insight into the role played by memory in narrating the 
early conquests of Prussia and communicating the importance of the Teutonic Order 
in the settlement of the land. Even if cities such as Marienwerder only received their 
town privileges later, in the fourteenth century, the circulation of Peter’s chronicle 
in the region would point to the ways in which early histories could be reshaped 
due to a lack of documentary evidence (e.g., foundation privileges). 


Foundation narratives and the expression of authority 
in the Chronicon terre Prussie 


The foundation of a city in the Middle Ages was a complex phenomenon that 
involved the intersection of not just economic and political factors but also reli- 
gious ones.” In Peter’s chronicle, these were linked to miraculous events, victories, 
or even defeats. As settlements grew, there was a conscious effort to demonstrate 
power and authority in many ways from a variety of groups who inhabited the city. 
For example, the construction of churches, cathedrals, monasteries, and hospitals, 
as well as the importing of relics, was a way that the Teutonic Order accomplished 
this. Keith D. Lilley has shown convincingly how we can read medieval cities to 
reflect a spiritual cosmography. His analysis of an early fourteenth-century depic- 
tion of Padua, in Italy, and of the elaboration on its city gates and their loca- 
tions as the product of an angel’s instructions reflects how contemporaries around 
Peter’s time perceived their local environments with respect to religious mean- 
ing.’ This is quite important, for we do not have such descriptions for the cities 
in Prussia concerning processions or other commemorative acts directly linked 
with the foundations of cities, as we do in other regions of Europe (e.g., the 
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Holy Roman Empire).*® What we do have, however, are hierophanies (manifesta- 
tions of the sacred), namely, specific visions described in Peter’s text, which we 
can connect to these places. These visions were a fundamental component in the 
ways in which memory helped to shape the Teutonic Order’s spiritual authority 
in Peter’s text, while also linking the manifestations of this to specific points in 


the landscape of Prussia. As I have shown, these events served to legitimize the 
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Order’s conquests and attempts to create a sacral geography in a predominantly 
non-Christian landscape.” 

From here, one can also consider the topographical developments of the city (or 
castle) space as a reflection of the spirituality of the community living there. From 
an urban perspective, this has had some remarkable research results in the field of 
“sacral topography,” particularly with respect to cities in frontier zones.** Andrzej 
Radziminski has commented on the functions of the churches in the Old Town 
and Towns of Thorn, linking the patronage of churches to the beliefs among the 
population that these saints also protected the city itself.°” Many of the cities men- 
tioned in Peter’s chronicle are no different. Given that they were founded by the 
Order, the ways in which Peter uses their foundations to express continuity and 
change reveal the significance of his chronicle to understanding power and author- 
ity in this region of the medieval world. 

How does Peter von Dusburg link these events and their narratives with the 
mission of the Order? How did he communicate this link? That Peter wrote a 
“sacral history” of Prussia is clear. This is outlined in detail in the “Prologue” to his 
chronicle and the Second Book. It is less concerned with earthly events than their 
prefiguration in the Bible.*’ Churches throughout the Order’s territory likewise 
reflected the relationship between the prophecies of the Old Testament and the 
New Testament. This bolstered the mission of the Order as part of the spiritual 
battle for redemption on earth.°! Peter’s chronicle communicated this to his audi- 
ence, whether it be the papal curia in Avignon or the local churchmen in Prussia 
to use as a preaching model. One early example links the geographical spread of 
the Order to biblical imagery, namely, in equating the seven bailiwicks of the Order 
throughout the world to the pillars of the House of Wisdom (Proverbs 9:1). 

Peter tended to describe the foundations of cities and their early histories in 
simple terms, as part of a campaign in most cases, which presents an obstacle to 
understanding the ways in which these events shaped the perception of the Order’s 
authority. Moreover, the sacral events that take place in them are predominantly 
isolated in the castle space or, in some cases, around the castle, town, or city walls. 
An exception concerns a series of miraculous visions of the Virgin Mary around 
Konigsberg, in addition to a series of hierophanies around the city of Thorn.” 
Like Lilley’s analysis, their inclusion in the chronicle reflects an attempt to connect 
the earthly city to a heavenly patronage, though Peter says little about the actual 
geography of the city. 

On some occasions, we get a glimpse of the development of space with respect 
to Peter’s history, for Peter places events in and around settlements (such as cas- 
tles, in addition to town walls). Peter narrates an encounter between the Prussians 
and the citizens of the Marienwerder, who fought alongside the brothers of the 
Order during the Second Prussian Uprising (1260-1274). While Peter narrates 
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the destruction of the city, he places the battle outside of the city walls. As cent- 
ers with a key place in the Order’s early history in Prussia, the cities have a distinct 
place in the landscape created via Peter’s text. This is especially true of the ways in 


which Peter places them as the locations of subsequent events to communicate the 
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authority of the Order. As such, they form part of Peter’s narrative of the Order 
and its wars in Prussia, the “new wars chosen by the Lord, which the brothers [of 
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the Teutonic Order] carried out.” Thus, the crippling defeat and the destruction 
of church vestments and images of the saints at Marienwerder could have served 
as a legitimizing element of Peter’s narrative.”’ If we accept the status of Peter’s text 
as a sacral history, the events here would reflect the ultimate triumph of good 
over evil and, ultimately, the authority of the Order. In his day, the city was a 
major seat of the bishops of Pomesania. Indeed, an earlier encounter, this time “in 
the city of Christburg” (civitas Cristburgk), provides a detailed account of a battle 
and defeat, but it also highlights the bravery of a Pomesanian (quidam Pomesanus), 
Sirene, who protected the castle of the brothers “like an unconquerable lion” (tam- 
quam leo intrepidus) and prevented the enemy from entering the gates. Here, the 
comparison of this man to a lion falls into a positive categorization, perhaps an 
echo of the image of the pious man in Proverbs 28:1, who is “brave as a lion.” This 
serves to cement not just the role of the Order in the sacral history of cities but the 
citizens themselves. 

This way of expressing authority carried over to texts outside of the genre of 
the chronicle, illustrating the impact of Peter’s message and, in some ways, its effec- 
tiveness. The Kulm Law, which laid the economic foundations of the cities in the 
Order’s Prussian lands, also reflects on the relationships of cities to the mission of 
the Order. This is why, in both the older (28 December 1233) and newer (1251) 
versions of the text, the defense of Christianity and the promotion of the Teutonic 
Order are invoked in the opening lines of both versions, recalling how so many 
inhabitants were sustained in the land of Kulm, “often for the defense of Christian- 
ity, often for the promotion of our Order.’”’ Peter also describes the foundation 
of cities in Warmia, a bishopric independent of the Teutonic Order in terms of 
elections of officials and ius patronatus in a similar message: the arrival of German 
settlers of such a great number “that only God can name them” reflects the author- 
ity of Christianity over the land.”' In this way, like Sirene mentioned earlier, the 
inhabitants of these cities are linked to the divine authority of the Order. 

One of the most defining elements of the Teutonic Order’s collective image 
and its means of securing support from the rulers of Christendom was its status 
as a defender of Christianity against the enemies of the faith. In this case, it was 
specifically the pagans in the Baltic, which led to the development of what Ger- 
man scholarship calls the “‘war against the pagans” (Heidenkampf).”” The Order’s 
success as an institution engaged in the Heidenkampf also was reflected in how Peter 
describes the foundations of castles, towns, and cities. Peter’s account of “how 
many cities and castles were built” in the 1320s is a prime example. Unlike the 
other examples, these events are closer in contemporary memory to the time when 
Peter was writing. Therefore, the ways in which he describes them might help 
us to better understand the relationship between foundation and expressions of 
authority in Prussia. Gerdauen, mentioned previously, was founded in 1325 by 
Heinrich von Isenberg “for the purpose of expanding the boundaries of the Chris- 
tians.”’? After this expression, though, Peter describes two miracles that took place 
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in these areas. The first was at Wartenburg and involved “one most white domestic 
column” appearing “in between the Gospel,’ during the performance of mass once 
the castle had been completed.’”* Presumably at the same time, in Gerdauen, two 
white “soaring” (volantes) columns appeared during the celebration of mass, one 
“inside the castle” (intra castrum) and the other “beyond the walls” (supra moenia).”° 
Peter also invokes the image of the “vast wilderness” (vasta solitudine) in his descrip- 
tion of two Prussians working on the castle walls, who saw these columns. 

My final example includes a more appropriate example directly from Peter’s 
chronicle involving his creation of narratives related to the concept of the Heiden- 
kampf and the Order’s reputation. Before the city of Thorn was built, Peter tells us, 
the brothers there lived in a large oak tree (quedam arbore quercina), and from here 


they conquered the land of Prussia.’° 


This involves a miraculous conquest of the 
region by a few brothers, in addition to the divine support of the Order, and could 
even call to the pious origins of the Order in Prussia as an institution. In using 
the theories of Jan Assmann on collective memory, or those of Aleida Assmann 
on “memory places,” the story of the fortress near Thorn can be used to examine 
how events described in Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle came to express the Order’s 
authority. The message formed a crucial part of the Teutonic Order’s communica- 
tion to its supporters, especially concerning the foundation histories of early cities. 
This had an impact well outside of the framework of Peter’s chronicle. In 1412, the 
Flemish diplomat and participant in the Reisen Guillibert de Lannoy had already 
narrated in his visit to Thorn how the first brothers lived “in a large oak, and 
from there fought off the infidels (mescreans).””’ Sigismund of Luxembourg, Holy 
Roman Emperor, likewise referred to this in the donation of the Neumark to the 
Order in 1429, where Sigismund recalls 


the pious and worthy foundation of that same Order and its brothers, who 
from the beginning in an oak tree at Old Thorn, in a small number they 
handily and manfully fought against the wickedness of the pagans, and from 
there by the grace of God ensured that the holy Christian faith, through their 
labour, toil, and rigor, acting as a strong shield, was revived.” 


In this way, the place of the oak tree and the ideas associated with it (i.e., the 
success of the Order from its humble origins in Prussia) take on the quality of what 
Aleida Assmann has called the Geddachtnisort (“memory place”) and the Schauplatzort 
(‘a place connected to a deed”).” While the city of Thorn was later moved to its 
current location in 1231, we can see the impact of this story on later associations 
with the city. Guillibert, who visited the city in the fifteenth century, reflected on 
this as part of the city space, for it formed part of his tour on his visit. It is likely 
that this was communicated by the Order to those who came through Thorn on 
the Reisen, for we know that such texts associated with the Crusades in Lithuania 
were recited for them, such as Wigand von Marburg’s chronicle. While it was stated 
earlier that, at least according to the sources available, ritual acts of commemoration 
were performed to celebrate the foundation of cities, we cannot ignore that the 
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inhabitants and visitors of the places outlined in Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle held 
sacral qualities in which a variety of ideas were communicated and experienced. 
We should note the work of Jarostaw Wenta on the liturgical components of texts 
produced in the Teutonic Order’s Prussian lands, namely, the Epitome gestorum Prus- 
sie, in which the foundations of cities are mentioned in a similar way to necrologies 
(commemorations for the dead).*’ The emergence of this story of the first fortifica- 
tion in Peter von Dusburg’s chronicle, then, reflects a quite deliberate example of 
his creation of a memory place, through the description of Thorn’s early history. 


Conclusion: Foundation narratives and sacral history? 


The chapter has commented on the ways in which the Chronica terre Prussie describes 
the foundations of castles, towns, and cities. Following an overview of Peter and 
the nature of his chronicle, it set the framework for analyzing the most important 
foundations of cities (or places that would become cities in the landscape). It then 
outlined some methodological frameworks for interpreting the foundations of cit- 
ies in Peter’s chronicle. These included that of the distinction between sacrum and 
profanum, proposed by Mircea Eliade, as well as studies on memory and collective 
memory by Jan Assmann. These assist in helping to fill the gaps that we have for 
the source material for Prussia concerning the foundations of cities and how they 
were commemorated. There was no sort of religious procession or commemora- 
tion of city foundations as there was in other parts of medieval Europe. To be sure, 
we know of the construction of liturgies that commemorated the capture of cities 
(e.g., Jerusalem in 1099), in addition to the commemoration of that capture with 
an annual procession in Jerusalem itself as early as the twelfth century.*! 

Section “Methodology” still pointed, though, to some acts of ritual commem- 
oration or sacralization, such as processions of relics at Marienburg, Kulm, and 
Christmemel. Here we have at least a ritual connected to times of war (Marien- 
burg), the arrival of relics (Kulm), and the construction of castles. Peter used these 
to reaffirm the Teutonic Order's authority, in addition to the divine approval of its 
city foundations in Prussia and its wars. Situating these acts in a broader context, 
the chapter commented on the cities as reflected in Peter von Dusburg’s text. Here, 
the importance of hierophanies (manifestations of the sacred), as well as the legal 
foundations of cities (i.e., Kulm Law), reflected the authority of the Order’s mis- 
sion in Prussia. 

Victories, defeats, and the inclusion of citizens in events such as battles reflected 
how Peter’s text solidified the authority of the Order. This final section of the 
chapter showed how specific narratives, like the early history of Thorn, were used 
as a tool to communicate this to the Order’s external supporters. Most important 
were the various ways in which didactic elements of Peter’s chronicle reflect the 
ways in which his narrative shaped concepts of identity among the local Christian 
population in Prussia, the Order’s supporters in Europe (e.g., crusaders), and even 
citizens themselves. We are left with a new understanding of the imagery invoked 
in the introductory passage to this chapter. Essentially, Peter von Dusburg began 
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with a tabula rasa. Each foundation of a center presented the opportunity to express 


how his Order and its divine favor, as well as the sacral nature of the crusade itself, 


were responsible for the conversion of this landscape. Although the first settlement 
in Thorn, the oak tree inhabited by the brothers of the Order, was indeed part of 
the “land of horror and vast wilderness,” the preceding examples demonstrate how 


its 


subsequent commemoration and communication were key in expressing the 


authority of the Teutonic Order. 
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apparuerunt duae columbae volantes intra castrum et supra moenia.” 

PDC, 49 (2.1): “[I]n littore in descensu fluminis edificavit anno domini 1231 castrum 
Thorn. Haec aedificacio facta fuit in quadam arbore quercina, in qua propugnacula et menia 
fuerant ordinata ad defensionem.” 

“Aus den Voyaiges Guillibert de Lannoy 1412, ed. Ernst Strehlke, in Scriptores rerum 
Prussicarum 3, 449-50: 


Et de la fus mene sur la riviere de le Wisle a une lieve de Thore en une islette, ou jadis 
du temps, que tout le pais de Prusse estoit mescreant, les segnieurs de blans manteauz de l’ordre 
de Prusse firent leur premiere habitation sur ung gros fouellu arbre de quesne, assis sur le bort 
de la riviere, ou ilz firent ung chastel de bois et le fortifierent de fossez autour, arrouez de 
la dicte riviere, dont depuis par leur vaillance a Vayde et retraitte du dit chastel concquierent 
tout le pais de Prusse et le mirent a nostre creance. 


Tabulae Ordinis Theutonici, ed. Ernst Strehlke (Berlin: Widemann, 1869), 204—5 (Nr. 213): 


[A]lso haben wir angesehen die loblich und wirdig stifftung desselben ordens und 
derselben bruder, die von anfang von eyner eichen zu Alden Thorun in kleiner czal ritter- 
lich und mennlich die heidenisch undyet sich gedrungen, und dornach von sunderli- 
chen gnaden des almechtigen gotes also gemeret haben, daz die heilig kristenheit durch ir 
mue, arbeyt und sorgveltikeit hinder in, als hinder einem vesten schild . . . erquicket ist. 


Aleida Assmann, “Das Gediachtnis der Orte,’ Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift fiir Literaturwis- 
senschaft und Geistesgeschichte 68, no. 1 (1994): 17-35, at 17. 

Wenta, Ordensgeschichtsschreibung, 180-1: “Die kurzen Notizen tber den Bau der 
Ordensfestungen und tiber die Stidtegriindung in Preufien gehen den zur Rezitation 
bestimmten Listen der Hoch- und Landesmeister voraus.” 

See, for example, M. Cecilia Gaposchkin, “The echoes of victory: liturgical and para- 
liturgical commemorations of the capture of Jerusalem the West,” Journal of Medieval 
History 40, no. 3 (2014): 237-59, at 241-46, for commemorations of this in Western 
liturgies; Eadem, Invisible Weapons: Liturgy and the Making of Crusade Ideology (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2017), 130-64, for the celebration of the capture in Jerusalem, 
especially the procession (159-61). 
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